Methods
Our study took place at El Triunfo Biosphere Reserve (ETBR) in Chiapas, Mexico. El Triunfo lays on the Sierra Madre de Chiapas Mountain range (Figure 1 ), which runs parallel to the Pacific coast. ETBR has an extension of 119,177 ha and its altitudinal range goes from 450 to 3000 meters above sea level (Arreola-Muñoz et al., 2004) . Along this range, several climates occur; from hot humid in the low parts to temperate humid in the high lands (García, 2004) . Several vegetation types are present, but upper parts are dominated by Cloud Forest (Rzedowski, 1978) . We selected three study sites at ETBR, all localized in the core zone I, based on accessibility and disturbance history. We established sampling plots in three different successional stages according to the time elapsed since disturbance: 1.-Early growth, 20-25 years old (n = 10); 2.-old growth 30-35 years old (n = 7); and 3.-Mature forest (n = 10). We modified the method proposed by Ramírez-Marcial et al. (2001) to describe the physiognomy and structure of plant communities. We used 0.1 ha circular plots, with a radius of 17.8 m. Inside each circular plot we set smaller circular sub-plots (Figure 2 ). To avoid border effect, plots were placed at least 50 meters from the border. We randomly selected a point to be used as the center of the plot, and then we placed four straight lines 17.8 m long to each cardinal direction with marks at 5.6, 12.6 y 17.8 m. Then, beginning from the plot center, we traced a circle at the 5.6 m mark (circle "A"), another at the 12.6 m mark (circle "B"), and finally one at the 17.8 mark (circle "C"). Then we measured different vegetation features in each circle. Circle A: all trees with DBH ≥5 cm and ≤ 10 cm; circle B: all trees with a DBH >10 cm and ≤ 30 cm; circle C: all trees with a DBH > 30 cm. 
Data analysis
Dominance (D): Due to the difficulty of measuring horizontal crown projection to estimate dominance (Lamprecht, 1990) , we used basal area, expressed in m 2 , for each species to estimate Absolute Dominance (AD):
Where: π = 3.1416, dbh = diameter at breast height 
Where: N = Number of individuals of each species or family a = a given area Relative Density (Der): Is the percentage of the contribution of each species or family to the total number of individuals per hectare:
Frecuency (FA): Is the distribution regularity of each species in a given area. It is measured as the percentage of the number of sub-plots where a given species occurs in relation to the total of sampled sub-plots
Relative frequency (FR) : Is the percentage of the absolute frequency of a given species in relation to the sum of the frequencies of all present species
Importance Value Index (IVI): Is the arithmetic sum of the relative relative abundance (AR), relative frequency (FR), and relative dominance (DR). Being the sum of these three parameters for an ecosystem equal to 300, we divide the result by three. This value could be used for species or families:
Floristic diversity: For each parcel we measured the Shannon-Wiener index, Fisher's α, and Jaccard's equitability. Floristic similarity was estimated using binary coefficients Krebs (1999) based in the presence/absence of families, expressed as:
Where: CC i = Jaccard's coefficient s 1 y s 2 = NUmber of species in community 1 and 2 c = number of species for both communities This index is designed to equal 1 when similarity is total and 0 when no species are shared (Magurran, 1988) . We then constructed a dendrogram to show using the UPGMA method. Floristic groups from the dendrogram were then compared using the Hutcheson t test (P (P<0.05) (Magurran, 1988) , as described by the equation:
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And with the degrees of freedom defined by the equation:
Where: Hi = Shannon-Wiener index for area i. Var Hi = Shannon-Wiener index variance for area i. Ni = Total number of individuals in area i.
Results
We found a total of 1416 individuals belonging to 105 species, 74 genera and 48 families. The old growth was the successional stage that presented the highest number of species, genera and families (Table 1 ). The families with the greatest number of species in all successional stages were Lauraceae, Asteraceae and Rubiaceae ( 
Old growth
We found 56 species in the 30-35 years old successional stage, accounting for more than 50% of the total number of species. This stage presented the lowest total, basal area, while tree density was 10.85 ± 18.22 ind/ha. The more important tree species were Quercus benthamii, Matudaea trinervia, Ardisia compressa, Ocotea acuminatissima, and Clethra nicaraguensis, which accounted for an IVI of 113% ( Table 4 . Number of plots, total sampled area (ha), plant density and estimated values for species richness(S), Shannon-Wiener diversity index (H'), Simpson's diversity index (D) and Fisher's alpha (α) for each successional stage.
In all three successional stages there was a high abundance of plants in early development stages and a low abundance of bigger sizes, so, according to Peter (1996) , the class of structure found in the system is Type I (Figure 3) . In all three successional stages, short size individuals are predominant, while in the early successional stage, no individual reaches a DBH of 200 cm. Similarity analysis results showed that mature forest has a higher similarity with the old growth (26%). Figure 4 shows dominant species of each successional stage and shared species between habitats. Eight species were found in all three stages, while mature forest presented the highest number of exclusive species. In contrast with Kappelle (1996) who found the highest richness and diversity in early successional stages, our results indicate that intermediate stage (old growth) has the highest richness and diversity. Nowadays, the old idea that the highest diversity is to be found in mature undisturbed systems has been challenged. The intermediate disturbance hypothesis, originally presented by Connell (1978) states that at intermediate levels of disturbance, diversity is maximized because both competitive and opportunistic species can coexist. The highest diversity at intermediate levels of disturbance that we found may support this notion. It is probable that our intermediate successional stage has spatial and temporal heterogeneity within the system, favoring the coexistence of numerous species. Denslow (1980) suggests that alpha diversity in successional stages in tropical forests is due to the high number of plantules of disturbance adapted species. According to Bazzaz (1975) the high species diversity in secondary forests may be explained by the high degree of horizontal and vertical micro-environmental complexity in early successional stages. Williams-Linera (1991) found for mature Cloud Forest IVI values very similar to what we report in this study for Matudaea trinervia, Quercus peduncularis, and Hedyosmum mexicanum in a study done in the same area. Old growth had a 20% similarity with early growth, which suggests a high rate of species substitution. Availability, dispersion and germination of these species may play a key role in forest recovery and restauration in early phases after a disturbance (Guariguata & Kattan, 2002; Ten Hoopen & Kappelle, 2006; Wilms & Kappelle, 2006) . We may consider our system to be healthy because all class structures in all habitats had a DBH between 0-20 cm in more than 40% of individuals. This, according to Peter (1996) suggests that these structures are more stable and are considered healthy. Finally, we compared our results with several other studies on successional gradients elsewhere in the neotropics ( what we found in El Triunfo. These results suggest that secondary forest at El Triunfo could be more diverse than primary forest. The patterns on species diversity and species replacement along a successional gradient we obtained from this study would be of great help to design sound strategies for Cloud Forest restoration. This is very important since little is known on Cloud Forest dynamics and because this habitat is considered one of the most endangered all over the world.
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